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4 To claim that Diane Di Prima deserves more attention is a gross understatement. Poet,
activist, scholar, publisher, translator, and teacher, Di Prima was intimately involved in
some  of  the  major  literary  and  cultural  movements  of  the  second  half  of  the  20th
century, from the Beat and avant-garde scene in 1950s New York to the later 1960s
California counterculture, and beyond. Fortunately, Calonne’s magisterial work Diane Di
Prima: Visionary Poetics and the Hidden Religions, the first book-length study that critically
engages Di Prima and her writing, does an admirable job beginning to fill this void in
the scholarship.
5 Di Prima is a difficult writer to classify. As Calonne comments, “Di Prima’s affinity for
African American culture, her mystical sensibility, her radical politics, as well as refusal
to  limit  herself  regarding gender/sex roles  as  dictated by the repressive,  Cold War
United States in which she came of age make her a unique figure in American literary
history” (4-5). Her uniqueness has unfortunately led to an undeserved lack of attention.
Calonne  seeks  to  redress  that  lack  by  offering  readers  a  detailed  account  of  her
thinking and writing, focusing mainly on Di Prima’s own interest, “a specific literary
tradition she has named ‘hermetic’” (3). Calonne is himself well-versed in the esoteric
and mystical, and examined both superbly in his earlier work, The Spiritual Imagination
of the Beats (2017). 
6 Calonne begins by examining Di Prima’s early life in New York, where she experienced
abusive behavior  in  her  Italian  American  household,  but  also  shared  an  especially
intense and important relationship with her grandfather, Domenico. The author then
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moves on to other formative experiences, such as her short time at Swarthmore College
in Pennsylvania, the influence of Ezra Pound (she visited him at St. Elizabeth’s), her
burgeoning interest in Zen, time spent in Timothy Leary’s psychedelic community, and
her  alchemical  inquiries.  Given  Di  Prima’s  wide-ranging  interests  and  voracious
reading habits, Calonne is forced by necessity to cover quite a bit of ground. Readers
looking for more extensive biographical information, specifics on say Di Prima’s co-
editorship  of  The  Floating  Bear with  Amiri  Baraka,  or  her  work  in  New  York’s
underground theatre scene might be disappointed. Still,  Calonne does a good job of
providing an illuminating account of the “influence of key texts on her intellectual
development  and  trac[ing]  out  connections  between  her  own  trajectory  and  other
countercultural  figures” (8).  Coupled with a  very insightful  set  of  close readings of
major  works,  Calonne’s  intellectual  biography  manages  to  be  both  an  important
sourcebook for scholars in the field as well as an engaging read for anyone interested in
the intellectual development of this singular thinker.
7 Halfway through the book Calonne pivots, tracking Di Prima’s move from New York to
California in 1968. Yet another fascinating aspect of Di Prima’s long career is her ability
to galvanize new thoughts in others. As Calonne comments, “Because Di Prima shared
many of the same spiritual interests as Beats such as Ginsberg, Burroughs, Lamantia,
Corso, and Snyder—Buddhism, Hinduism, Native American culture, Gnosticism, Tarot,
astrology,  and  magic—in  many  ways,  she  became  a  bridge  between  the  Beats  and
hippies” (116).  It  was in California that Di Prima also became a teacher, working in
prisons, in writing workshops, and at Naropa in Boulder,  Colorado to help students
with  “developing  images  from  their  dreams,  offer[ing]  erotic  writing  seminars  for
women and [leading] classes on individual poets” (148). Again, Calonne offers insightful
readings of  works like Revolutionary Letters and her long poem Loba,  which Calonne
claims represents “Di  Prima’s version of  the narrative sweep of  female experience”
(165), while also chronicling her role in the women’s movement, her critique of the
AIDS crisis, and her response to the Hurricane Katrina disaster, among others.
8 The range of Di Prima’s thinking, her championing of numerous social causes, and her
prodigious literary output all speak to a life worthy of closer examination. Calonne does
an excellent job tracking Di Prima through her interests, not only providing the reader
with a better understanding of this important Beat writer but offering much food for
thought along the way. As its subtitle implies, Calonne is most interested in the occult
aspects of Di Prima. But in the end, when dealing with someone as wide-ranging as Di
Prima, choices must be made (this review itself can only touch on a fraction of the
topics addressed in the book), and Calonne’s work provides a revealing and fascinating
glimpse into a significant writer who deserves far more attention than she has so far
received.
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